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Today is Reformation Sunday, the day we look back to the reforms of Martin Luther and his efforts to bring about a new, vibrant church. The Reformation spirit, I believe, was "Baptist spirit" – vigorous protest against heavy-handed authority, along with giving the Bible and the church to the people. Today as we remember Luther, we have an opportunity to celebrate our identity as Protestant Christians who carry the name Baptist. This is also an opportunity to learn again what is essential, what is distinctive, about being Baptist.
Some people may come to this church and ask "What makes this a Baptist church? Sometimes we at Watts Street Baptist Church may look and sound like a Presbyterian Church, an Episcopal Church, even with a bit of Roman Catholic flavor. We may have some Quaker in us, and we at times may sound Jewish. This church has long had an ecumenical outlook; and that openness to the wider world comes from being anchored in the freedom we know as Baptists.
We Baptists did not have our beginnings with John the Baptist as his name might suggest. Baptists first arose from the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century. We were born as protesters, and we have a long tradition of speaking our minds openly and freely. We learned this from our Anabaptist ancestors in the sixteenth century, who were part of the left wing of the Protestant Reformation. The Anabaptists were people who wanted a church of believing people; they had their beginnings by protesting the official state church, which practiced infant baptism. The word "Anabaptist" means "another baptism." The Anabaptists wanted adult baptism, not some lazy version of religious affiliation by birth only.
So one of the principles of Baptists is "believers baptism," a baptism based on one’s personal experience of salvation. Baptists have always insisted that our members be people who have had a personal encounter with God whom we know in Jesus. It is this direct relationship with God – and a love for Jesus --- that accounts for a lot of Baptist energy and enthusiasm.
Since Baptists were born in controversy, we know a lot about controversy. That means that we Baptists have hardly ever been accused of being dull. Get some Baptists together, and there will be plenty of excitement and vitality. I’ve always liked the old story of the Quaker who couldn’t get his mule to plow the field. The mule was stubborn, so he would plant his feet in the field and refuse to budge. The Quaker farmer moved next to the mule’s ear and said in his friendly persuasion Quaker voice: "Thou knowest, O mule, that I cannot smite thee. Thou knowest that I cannot curse thee. But I can sell thee to a Baptist who will!"
Most of us Baptists are not gentle Quakers. We can be feisty and quarrelsome, but never dull. Baptists tend to be energetic, involved people. One Episcopal lady once admitted, "I once tried to be a Baptist, but I just didn’t have the energy."
Sometimes we may develop a stereotype of Baptists that can be hard to break. We may hear the word "Baptist" and think: hard-line fundamentalists, religious fanatics, close-minded, discriminating against women and other minorities. Many or most of us at Watts Street are refugees from that kind of restrictive Baptist. The historic Baptist tradition is a far cry from this stereotyped description. One person who joined this church, being well aware of Baptist heritage, said to me, "I’m a Baptist primarily for intellectual reasons."
What makes a Baptist? The central word is "freedom." From that freedom comes a list of solid Baptist qualities: fervent hymn singing, love for the Bible, democratic form of church government, vigorous commitment to mission/outreach to the world. Since we do not have a hierarchy of authorities over us, each Baptist church charts its own course. We also believe that every Baptist is a priest before God and one another – which is where we get the motto: "Every member a minister." 
In these various qualities we can see the five historic Baptist principles: authority of the Bible, believer’s baptism, priesthood of all believers, local autonomy, and separation of church and state. Those are the central principles of Baptists.
But those principles boil down to freedom. The lifeblood of Baptists is freedom. The touchstone Scripture for us is Galatians 5:1: "For freedom Christ has set us free; stand fast, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery." Our Baptist foreparents fought and died for freedom. That’s why so many of us have left the old Southern Baptist Convention; it has now been taken over by authoritarian leaders who have sacrificed historic Baptist freedom on the altar of hard-line power. 
This past week we’ve learned that former President Jimmy Carter has now left the SBC, and his leaving will likely give permission for many other churches to withdraw from the Southern Baptists—as this church did in l998. We left the Southern Baptists for a variety of reasons, but primarily because the recent leaders have abandoned the historic Baptist principles. 
In his book The Baptist Identity, Walter Shurden has condensed the basic Baptist principles into four freedoms--- Bible freedom, soul freedom, church freedom, and religious freedom. The first is "Bible freedom," which is the affirmation that the Bible is our authority, our guide to faith and practice. God speaks to us through the pages of the Bible; this book is at the center of our faith. But the Bible is not God. 
If we worship the Bible, then we can scatter biblical condemnations (abominations) all around. As Chris Ayers mentioned in one of our Sunday school classes this morning, we have a tendency to pick and choose biblical texts that condemn anybody we might want to put down. We know that Leviticus forbids the eating of pork, as well as wearing a garment made from two fabrics. As someone said, those who go to eat at Bullock’s Barbeque wearing a cotton-polyester shirt could be in for real trouble!
When we fail to use the tools of intellect and inquiry to interpret the Bible, then we can fall prey to inerrancy, which is the view that every word of the Bible is literally true. Then the danger is bibliolatry—making an idol of the Bible. If we hold tightly to the Bible as inerrant, that stance likely reflects more anxiety and insecurity than it does faith. Baptists have long believed in the freedom to interpret the Bible as God’s word for us. The Bible is our authority, not our God. The Bible points us to God and reveals God to us, which is why we need to nurture our hunger for the Bible and all it teaches us about the love and mercy of God.
The second freedom is "Soul freedom," a term Shurden uses to mean our Baptist commitment to personal faith, claiming a faith of our own. Following our Anabaptist roots, Baptists have always insisted that every person come to faith not by our parents’ decision for us, but by our personal choice in response to God. Each of us relates directly to God; we don’t have to go through some priest or pastor to get to God. Each of us has a voluntary connection to God through our own experience. 
The drawback of this principle of "soul freedom" is that there can be an over-emphasis on individualism. This focus on the individual can be moderated, however, when we see ourselves as part of a covenant community--- where the focus is on we, us and our. We are a part of God’s people, the body of Christ, where we hear the call to reach out as a church in compassion to the needs around us. 
But we become part of the church because we have had a personal experience with God whom we know in Jesus. Soul freedom is our Baptist affirmation of this personal faith that leads to believer’s baptism. Baptists have long insisted on a church full of genuine believers. 
"Church freedom" is Shurden’s term to describe every church as free to chart its own course. Each Baptist church is autonomous, meaning "self-governing." So each church is free to set its own policies for membership and leadership, to plan our worship, to ordain as deacons and ministers those whom we have chosen through God’s guidance, and to participate in the wider mission of the church. 
It is this principle of church freedom that makes possible the particular way we worship, the freedom to follow the liturgical calendar, to borrow music and liturgy from the entire Christian tradition. Our church freedom makes possible every member being a minister; we are free to minister to one another. Our autonomy – church freedom -- makes possible our intention to be an inclusive congregation, where all people are welcome. 
This principle makes it possible for us to join hands with other churches – Presbyterian, Episcopalian, Roman Catholic—as we work together with Durham Congregations in Action, with our partner churches in our Walltown mission, and other ventures. As we have said before, we are a Baptist church with an ecumenical vision. That stance is made possible by the historic Baptist principle of church freedom.
The final freedom is "religious freedom," meaning that we Baptists have a strong commitment to a free church and a free state. The principle is called "separation of church and state." Baptists get uncomfortable when the church and the government get too cozy. That’s why Baptists have long opposed any effort by church or state to impose its will on the other. This is why real Baptists are opposed to any state-sponsored school prayer. That’s part of the freedom we cherish.
It is our commitment to religious freedom that also leads us to respect the right of every person to claim their particular religion---Jews, Muslims, Sikhs, Buddhists, and all the rest. If there is ever discrimination against one religious group, there is discrimination against all of us. We Baptists are committed to religious freedom for all groups.
To be a Baptist is to be free. "For freedom Christ has set us free." (Galatians 5:1) This means that we are free, first of all, to be faithful followers of Jesus. We are free, first to be Christian and then to be Baptist.
All of this freedom can be a great gift. It also means a great responsibility. The freedom of Baptists puts us back in touch with God’s freedom. God is free from any restrictions we may place. As one woman said of her Baptist church, "I come to this church to celebrate the freedom of God." We Baptists cherish God’s freedom and our freedom, which is God’s gift.
Will Campbell is our unconventional Baptist friend. Among his various books is a novel called The Glad River. I suspect that Will wrote this book partly in response to the fundamentalist attack on historic Baptist principles. In this book the question asked is "Where is a Baptist?" Will concludes that there aren’t any left. Baptist has become either an endangered or a nearly extinct species. The main character states, "This story is about how there aren’t any Baptists left in the world. This story is about three people who lived in Holland in the sixteenth century. They were Baptists. They were called Anabaptists at the time…They were all executed by the government."
"What did they believe? What made them different?"
"They did not believe in baptizing infants. And because they did not believe in taking human life, they would not go to war. They did not believe in the death penalty, so they were not allowed to serve on juries. They believed that the Church and the State should be completely separate. They would not swear, because they understood the scripture to forbid it. They led simple lives….and some of them, a few of them, practiced community of goods (shared possessions)…the only way they could survive in times of persecution.
"They were Christians." (Pp. 224-246)
May we learn from the early Baptists, to be free and faithful Baptists—but first, let us learn to be free and faithful Christians.
Amen.
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Sing: There is a name I love to hear. I love to sing its worth. It sounds like music in my ear, the sweetest name on earth.
All sing the chorus:
Oh, how I love Jesus, O how I love Jesus, O how I love Jesus because he first loved me.
If we love Jesus, how do we show it? Last Sunday Lynne Ross was baptized here. Just before the baptism, I asked Lynne, "What is your confession of faith?" She replied, "Jesus is Lord." Only three words, but what a powerful statement. She didn’t say that money is Lord. She didn’t say that the US Government is Lord. She didn’t say that her favorite food is Lord. She said, "Jesus is Lord." Now the word "Lord" may be old-fashioned and patriarchal, but it means "first priority." Who has first place in our heart, in our life? Is it Jesus---or the shopping mall? 
When we are baptized, we make the same confession that the early Christians made: "Jesus is Lord." If Jesus is Lord and we love Jesus, then how do we show our love for Jesus? How do we express it?
This is the question Jesus was asking Simon Peter. We know that Peter was a rather wild guy. He had his ups and downs; he was volatile. Jesus must have wondered if Peter was really committed to him. So one morning over breakfast Jesus just hauled off and bluntly asked him, "Peter, do you love me?" Peter stammered with his usual brashness, "Lord, you know I love you."
Jesus must not have been convinced, so he asked him again, "Peter, do you love me?" Peter said, "Yes, Lord, you know that I love you." After the first response, Jesus gave him this instruction: "If you love me, then feed my lambs. After the second response, he said, "If you love me, feed my sheep." Then he asked Peter a third time, "Do you love me?" It hurt Peter’s feeling a bit to be asked the same question three times. But he answered again, "Yes, Lord, you know that I love you." Jesus said again, "Then feed my sheep."
By asking the question three times, Jesus seems to show some impatience with Peter. But his counsel to Peter is solid: How can you show that you love me? Feed my lambs. Feed my sheep. Feed my sheep. In other words, Jesus is saying, "Don’t just tell me you love me; show me with specific actions.
It reminds me of the story of the man whose friend kept saying that he loved him. But the man said, "How can you say you love me if you don’t know what hurts me?" Jesus must have carried a burden for children, for the little ones.
This might explain his first response to Peter: "Feed my lambs." Feed the children among us. With this first of his three responses, I take that to mean that at least one-third of our time should be spent feeding and nurturing the children – the lambs, the youngsters—among us.
Today is Children’s Sabbath, a national day to focus on the needs of children. We shouldn’t really have a need for Children’s Sabbath. But we have reached a time in our culture when children seem to be expendable; they may be pushed away, neglected, or handed over to somebody else. The largest segment of the population that is homeless is now children; a large number of the population without health insurance is children. These are the vulnerable ones; they are often left out and left behind. 
Because adults are so busy now, children are increasingly pushed down the priority list. That’s why we’ve had to institute a Children’s Sabbath--- to call us back to the priority of children and their needs.
Today we need to avoid the trap of sentimentality. If we say, "Oh, how cute our children are!" and pat them on the head, we may not be much better than the two passersby in the Good Samaritan story may. They "passed by on the other side."
The way we treat children is at the heart of our faith. Over and over Jesus was trying to teach us how crucial children are to our faith. When the disciples wanted to shush the children and push them aside, Jesus said, "Let the children come to me." At the feeding of the 5000 it was to a child that Jesus turned for a basket of food. He healed various children. He kept inviting the children to come close. When people wanted to know what God’s Kingdom, God’s Rule, was like, Jesus put a child in front of them.
And he said to Peter, "You say you love me. Then feed my lambs." The lambs – the little ones—come first, before the feeding of the sheep—the grown ups.
I have a feeling that Peter left that conversation with a red face. I doubt if Peter had spent too much time with children. So maybe Jesus’ words got to him. Maybe the light broke, and he saw what he was missing.
I think Jesus knew that children have much to give us. We may typically think of children as demanding, hyper, filled with needs. They take so much energy from us. They require so much attention. This opinion may come from some of us whose primary time of interacting with children is at the tired time of the day. If we think of children as fussy and demanding, pulling on us, taking from us, then we’ve missed what Jesus is saying. 
Our attitude would be different if we could see children as the givers. A" "A little child shall lead them." The children may be showing us a new way to see life—with new eyes, with wonder, honesty, and delight. While we’re rushing off to our next grown-up meeting, the child may be showing us a bug, a sunset, a spider web, or a new way to love somebody. On most Sundays in this church, there is a 5 year old reaching out to give me a hug, or to hand me a drawing. And I hope I remember to ask them, "Tell me about your drawing." And the child becomes the teacher, the giver.
Jesus said that we love him by feeding the lambs among us. How do we feed the lambs here at Watts Street—or in our neighborhood or at work or at school? We can start by learning their names and spending time with them. How many names of children here do you and I know? What would happen if we decided to spend at least one hour a week with children here at the church? Sit with a child at Wednesday night supper. Volunteer to help with a children’s Sunday school class. Please talk with Diane Hill, our Minister with Children and Their Families, and we’ll find a way for you to get connected with our lambs.
But some of us may say, "Been there, done that. I had my turn when my kids were little, but now they’re grown and on their own. Let somebody else do it now." That’s an understandable response. But one of the great needs of our kids is for intown grandmothers and grandaddys. We grown-ups need to spend time with children, so their vitality and delight can rub off on us. We may need the children as much as they need us.
The issue here is simply giving some time to children, enough time that we can become friends with them. Then we can begin to sense some of their power. 
Sometimes children’s stories have a way of pointing us to a larger truth. One of those much-loved stories is The Little Prince by St. Exupery. You may recall that the Little Prince, a child, came from another planet. Here he meets a fox. The Little Prince says, "Come play with me." 
The fox replies, "I cannot play with you….I am not tamed." The Little Prince asks what does "tame" mean," and the fox says it means "to establish ties." "Right now," said the fox, "you are still nothing more than a little boy who is like a hundred thousand other little boys. And I have no need of you. And you…have no need of me. To you, I am nothing more than a fox like a hundred thousand other foxes. But if you tame me, then we shall need each other. To me, you will be unique in all the world. To you, I shall be unique in all the world…If you tame me, it will be as if the sun came to shine on my life…"
"What must I do to tame you?" asked the Little Prince. "You must be very patient," replied the fox. "First you will sit down at a little distance from me – like that—in the grass. I shall look at you out of the corner of my eye, and you will say nothing. Words are the source of misunderstandings. But you will sit a little closer to me every day…" (from pp. 83-87, THE LITTLE PRINCE)
We adults may think that we are in the business of taming children; but perhaps it’s we adults who need taming. Establishing ties. When he says, "Feed my lambs," Jesus means giving them basic food and more. He meant establishing ties, building friendships, knowing one another. That’s what a church is for. And that must be one of the great reasons God keeps on sending more children to this church. God seems to be presenting us with unprecedented opportunity to love the children, to feed the lambs, and to learn from them
All God’s children need a place in the choir, in the group, in the church. Here they learn what it means to live in community, with lots of friends and extra uncles and aunts and grandparents. Years ago there was a mission group at the Church of the Saviour in Washington called "FLOC—an acronym meaning For Love of Children." In many ways the teachers and leaders of our children and youth are a mission group for our flock of lambs – For Love of Children.
Here we offer this little flock a safe environment, where our kids can learn a different way of life from the violence outside these doors. The world can be a scary place now--- with too many guns and too many violent images on TV. The church then becomes a kind of safety zone, a place where we teach and learn to be nonviolent people. The church is a place where one of the major goals is to hang out with children, to learn to love them, and to learn from them
It can happen quicker than you may think. I’ve told this Garrison Keillor story here before; but good stories are worth repeating. Keillor said that he when he left Sunnyside School, he started riding the bus into town to Lake Woebegone High. Mr. Detman, the principal of the school, was concerned about the terrible winters in Minnesota; so he told the students that in case there came on of those awful blizzards during the school day, they would go to their Storm Home. On the first day of school each student got a piece of paper with the name of their storm home family. If the blizzard came, the school buses would not run, and the children then would go quickly to their assigned Storm Home.
Keillor says that during his two years at the school, the weather was very cooperative. The snowstorms came on weekends and in the evenings, never during the school day. So he never got to stay with his storm family, the Krugers. But, he says, knowing that he had a storm home was a source of great comfort and delight to his imagination. He often imagined that if he were a child lost in a forest and suddenly came on the Kruger’s house in a clearing, he knew that he was lucky to be in a story with a happy ending. And he knew that blizzards weren’t the worst storms that a child could face.
But if the worst came, here is how Keillor imagined it: "My Storm Home…on the day that the blizzard came, I would trudge through the snow and walk up to the steps of the Kruger’s home. I would bang on the door, and then the door would open. ‘Hello, I am your storm child.’ Mrs. Kruger would be standing there smiling. ‘I was hoping you would come. We’ve been waiting to see our storm child. Come in, get those wet clothes off, have a cup of hot chocolate. And—would you like an oatmeal cookie?’ As she ushered me in the door, she called out, ‘Carl, our storm child is here. Come quickly!’"
At our best, the church is a storm home for our children. Here we stand, ready to open the door and welcome the children. One test of the way we love God is the way we love the children God has given us.
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